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1
HIGH VOLTAGE SWITCH WITH CASCADED
TRANSISTOR TOPOLOGY

NOTICE OF GOVERNMENT RIGHTS

This invention was made with Government support under
Contract No. DE-NA0003525 awarded by the United States
Department of Energy/National Nuclear Security Adminis-
tration. The Government has certain rights in the invention.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present disclosure relates to wide-bandgap power
semiconductor devices. In a more particular aspect, the
disclosure relates to apparatus in which such devices are
used for high-voltage switching.

ART BACKGROUND

It has long been known that a junction field-effect tran-
sistor (JFET) fabricated from a wide-bandgap material such
as silicon carbide (SiC) offers certain advantages when it is
used as a high-voltage switching device, particularly for
high-power applications. Recognized advantages of a JFET
based, e.g., on SiC, include low on-resistance per chip area
and high breakdown voltage. Because both the output
capacitance and the Miller capacitance tend to be relatively
low, another potential advantage is low switching loss. It has
also been recognized that because a typical JFET lacks a
gate oxide layer, it can potentially be more reliable than a
comparable MOSFET under severe conditions that could
cause a gate oxide to degenerate.

However, the SiC JFET operates in depletion mode.
Because of that, its inherent operating mode is normally-on.
As such, the JFET requires active application of a negative
gate voltage to turn it OFF and to maintain it in the OFF
condition. This can be inconvenient for some applications.
Further, it can pose a safety risk because a fault in the control
circuit could potentially create an unintended conductive
path for high current at high voltage.

For those reasons, among others, it has been conventional
to add a controlling transistor in the form of a low-voltage
MOSFET, which is a normally-off transistor. The control
signal takes the form of a gating potential applied across the
gate and source of the MOSFET. Under the control of the
MOSFET, the resulting circuit has normally-off behavior.

The term “cascode” has been applied to denote circuit
configurations in which the switching behavior of a single
JFET is controlled by a MOSFET, such as a low-voltage
silicon or SiC MOSFET. It is also possible to cascade
multiple JFETs in order to increase the voltage rating of the
switch circuit. SiC JFETs, in particular, are advantageous in
this regard because of the advantages mentioned above. The
term “super cascode” has been applied to denote circuit
configurations in which a MOSFET is used as the control
device to control two or more JFETs that are cascaded in
series. By “series” in this regard, we mean that the drain
terminal of each JFET is connected to the source terminal of
the next JFET in sequence.

A useful review of several different super cascode con-
figurations can be found in L. Gill et al., “A Comparative
Study of SiC JFET Super-Cascode Topologies,” 2021 /[EEE
Energy Conversion Congress and Exposition (ECCE)
(2021) 1741-1748, the entirety of which is hereby incorpo-
rated herein by reference.

Super cascode configurations are beneficial because they
combine some of the advantages that cascaded JFETs offer
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with the safety and convenience provided by using a MOS-
FET for control. However, it is typical for the control device
to be a low-voltage silicon MOSFET. The voltage rating of
such a device must be considered in the design of the super
cascode circuit, which consequently limits the voltage rating
of the switch as a whole.

Further, disparities both in the voltage rating and in the
on-resistance between the MOSFET and the JFETs tend to
complicate the circuit design, and physically, they may lead
to serious localized thermal stresses. The controlling MOS-
FET may also be subject to failure due to degradation of the
gate oxide, as mentioned above.

There is, then, a need for new circuit configurations for
high-voltage switching that can extend the capabilities of
cascaded JFETs.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

We have provided a new switch topology, in which a
cascaded JFET configuration or other transistor configura-
tion is operated without using a control MOSFET or other
added control device. This can provide several benefits,
including a more uniform thermal distribution across the
devices which can, in turn, facilitate better thermal manage-
ment. Moreover, absent the MOSFET, the full benefit of the
low on-resistance of the cascaded JFETs or other transistors
can be realized. Further, the resilience of wide-bandwidth
devices such as JFETs to harsh conditions can be fully
enjoyed, leading to greater reliability under large surge
currents and repeated switching stress, for example.

A feature of our switch topology is a new type of
voltage-balancing network, which offers improved perfor-
mance when there are significant leakage currents.

That is, it is a known technique to use a passive balancing
network to distribute the total supply voltage across the
switch in approximately equal increments, as measured
between the drain and source terminals of the JFETs or other
transistors. The balancing network includes a network of
voltage-dividing resistors. Conduction through the balanc-
ing resistors can lead to power loss.

The power loss can be reduced by increasing the resis-
tances in the network, as may be desirable at relatively high
voltages. However, leakage currents entering the balancing
resistors from the, e.g., JFET gate terminals add to the
voltage drops across the resistors. The leakage currents
accumulate down the chain of resistors, exacerbating the
voltage drops and potentially causing harmful voltage
imbalances. This problem can be made worse by increasing
the resistances of the individual resistors. This is another
effect that, in practice, can limit the voltage ratings that can
be achieved for a switch that uses a super cascode or similar
series-connected structure.

Our new switch topology is characterized by distinct
parallel paths in the resistor network. This more evenly
distributes the leakage currents while maintaining low
power loss through the resistors.

Accordingly, the disclosed subject matter relates to a
switching apparatus comprising at least a first plurality of n
transistors connected in series, in which n is a positive
integer at least 3. Each of the transistors has its own source,
drain, and gate terminals. In non-limiting examples, the
transistors may be silicon carbide or other wide-bandgap
material JFETs, they may be GaN transistors, they may be
normally-on devices, and they may be normally-off devices.

The first plurality of n transistors includes a first transistor
J,, a last transistor J, and at least one transistor J,, i having
respective positive integer values between 1 and n.
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The switching apparatus also comprises a terminal S, also
referred to herein as “Source”, which is connected to the I,
source terminal, a terminal D, also referred to herein as
“Drain”, which is connected to the I, drain terminal, and a
control terminal G connected to the J; gate terminal.

The switching apparatus also comprises, connected
between terminal S and terminal D, a voltage-balancing
network that includes a number, at least two, of parallel-
connected resistive legs. In each of the parallel-connected
resistive legs, there are two or more series-connected resis-
tors. For each transistor after J,, the pertinent gate terminal
connects to one of the parallel-connected resistive legs such
that the parallel-connected resistive legs collectively consti-
tute a voltage divider for dividing voltage across the series-
connected transistors.

In some embodiments, there is at least one further plu-
rality of n series-connected transistors connected between
the terminal S and the terminal D.

In embodiments, the balancing network comprises, in
addition to the resistive legs, at least one capacitive leg that
is connected between the S terminal and the D terminal and
that includes n series-connected capacitors. In embodiments,
each of the n series-connected capacitors is connected
between the gates of two sequential transistors J,, J,,,
except that one of the capacitors is instead connected
between terminal S and the gate terminal of J,, and one other
of the capacitors is instead connected between the gate
terminal of J, and terminal D.

In embodiments, the balancing network further com-
prises, in addition to the resistive legs, at least one ava-
lanche-diode leg that includes n-1 series-connected ava-
lanche diodes. Each of the n-1 series-connected avalanche
diodes is connected between the respective gate terminals of
two sequential transistors J,, J,,,, =1, 2, . . ., n-1.

In embodiments, the number of parallel-connected resis-
tive legs in the voltage-balancing network is two.

In embodiments, n is at least 4, and there are two
parallel-connected resistive legs in the voltage-balancing
network, which for convenience are here referred to arbi-
trarily as the “left leg” and the “right leg”. For at least one
positive integer i between 1 and n, a resistor of the left leg
is connected between the respective gate terminal of J, and
the respective gate terminal of J, ,, and a resistor of the right
leg is connected between the respective gate terminal of I,
and the respective gate terminal of I, .

In embodiments, there are two parallel-connected resis-
tive legs in the voltage-balancing network, which for con-
venience are here referred to arbitrarily as the “left leg” and
the “right leg”. The respective gate terminals of transistors
J, up to and including J,, are alternatingly connected to the
left leg or the right leg.

In embodiments, n is at least 4, and there are two
parallel-connected resistive legs in the voltage-balancing
network, which for convenience are here referred to arbi-
trarily as the “left leg” and the “right leg”. In the left leg, a
bottom resistor is connected between terminal S and the
respective gate terminal of J,, a top resistor is connected
between the respective gate terminal of Jn and terminal D,
and all resistors between the top and bottom resistors are
connected between respective gate terminals of transistors J;
wherein i is an even integer. In the right leg, a bottom resistor
is connected between terminal S and the respective gate
terminal of J;, a top resistor is connected between the
respective gate terminal of J,_, and terminal D, and all
resistors between the top and bottom resistors are connected
between respective gate terminals of transistors J, wherein i
is an odd integer.
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In embodiments, the number n of series-connected tran-
sistors equals four, the number of parallel-connected resis-
tive legs in the voltage-balancing network is two, one of the
two parallel-connected resistive legs includes three resistors,
and the other of the two parallel-connected resistive legs
includes two resistors.

In embodiments, the switching apparatus further com-
prises an auxiliary circuit adapted to apply a controlling
voltage to terminal G for controlling a conductive state of
the series-connected transistors.

Features from any of the disclosed embodiments may be
used in combination with one another, without limitation. In
addition, other features and advantages of the present dis-
closure will become apparent to those of ordinary skill in the
art through consideration of the following detailed descrip-
tion and the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a simplified schematic diagram of a switch
circuit in an example embodiment having an arbitrary num-
ber of JFETs.

FIG. 2 is a simplified schematic diagram of a switch
circuit in an example embodiment having four JFETs.

FIG. 3 is a graph of the predicted waveforms of the
respective gate-to-source and drain-to-source voltages of the
respective JFETs during the turn-ON process of an illustra-
tive switch circuit. The predicted waveform of the current
ipc in the switch circuit is also shown.

FIG. 4 is a graph of the predicted waveforms of the
respective gate-to-source and drain-to-source voltages of the
respective JFETs during the turn-OFF process of an illus-
trative switch circuit. The predicted waveform of the current
ipc in the switch circuit is also shown.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating an architecture for
a breaker circuit incorporating the switch circuit described
here, in an example embodiment.

FIG. 6 is a graph of the experimentally measured voltage
versus time across a prototype switch circuit (“V,, . ..,”") and
the experimentally measured current versus time through the
prototype switch circuit during a turn-OFF transition.

FIG. 7 is a composite graph of the experimentally mea-
sured drain-to-source voltages versus time of the respective
JFETs J, to ], of a prototype switch circuit.

FIG. 8 is a portion of the preceding figure, showing the
drain-to-source voltages over an expanded timescale.

FIG. 9 is a graph that illustrates the distribution of
steady-state drain-to-source voltages of the respective JFETs
in a prototype switch circuit at ten different applied voltages.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 is a simplified schematic diagram of a switching
apparatus in an example embodiment in which the transistor
devices are JFETs. It should be noted, however, that
although a switching apparatus based on JFETs is particu-
larly desirable for certain applications, the choice of JFETs
in the following description is not meant to be limiting.
Rather, the principles described below can be implemented
with any of various types of three-terminal devices, not least
of which are HEMTs and other power transistors. It should
also be understood that although JFETs, as in the example
embodiment described here, are normally-on devices, the
principles described below can be implemented using nor-
mally-off devices as well, and such implementations are
within the scope of the present disclosure.
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As will be seen below, the material composition of
example JFETs suitable for use in an illustrative embodi-
ment is silicon carbide. However, transistor devices of any
of various semiconductor compositions, especially those
formed of wide-bandgap materials, may also be suitable for
use in alternate embodiments. Not least of these composi-
tions, by way of example, are gallium nitride (GaN) and
aluminum gallium nitride (AlGaN). Embodiments having
any material composition suitable for implementing the
principles described below are within the scope of the
present disclosure.

The switching apparatus, as shown, has various applica-
tions including applications as a high-voltage circuit
breaker. As shown, an integer number n of JFETs 10,
exemplarily SiC JFETs, are connected in series. The mini-
mum number for n is 3. The n JFETs 10 constitute a JFET
leg 12 of the circuit. As will be explained below, the JFET
leg 12 is controllable to provide blocking, between the
terminals 14, 16, respectively labeled “Source” and “Drain”,
of a dc voltage V. from a voltage source, which is not
shown in FIG. 1. In other embodiments, there may be two
or more JFET legs 12, as explained in more detail below.

As shown, the Source terminal 14 of the switching
apparatus is connected to the source terminal of J,, and the
Drain terminal 16 of the switching apparatus is connected to
the drain terminal of J,,.

Also shown in FIG. 1 is a leg 18 constituted by series-
connected avalanche diodes D,-D,_,, and a leg 20 consti-
tuted by series-connected capacitors C,-C,,. Each avalanche
diode is connected between the gates of two sequential
JFETs. Likewise, each capacitor is connected between the
gates of two sequential JFETs, except that C, is connected
between the Source terminal 14 and the gate terminal of J,,
and C, is connected between the gate terminal of J,, and the
Drain terminal 16.

The avalanche diodes are to protect the transistors (i.e.,
the JFETs 10, in the present example) in the event that an
overvoltage greater than V,./n is applied across any of
them. The capacitors are designed to dynamically balance
the voltage during the ON and OFF transitions, which will
be described below.

FIG. 1 also shows a balancing network of resistors
R,-R,,,, which is connected between the Source terminal 14
and the Drain terminal 16 to balance the static voltage across
the JFET leg 12. It is noteworthy that this static balancing
network comprises more than one leg of series-connected
resistors. The illustrated example has two legs 22, 24. One
leg 22 comprises resistors R, to R, »,, ;. and the other leg 24
comprises resistors R, ., to R,,,. In alternate embodi-
ments, the passive balancing network may have three legs,
or even more, Up to a maximum of n-1.

As those skilled in the art will recognize, individual
circuit elements such as transistors, resistors, and capacitors
may be replaced by networks of multiple elements having
equivalent function, such as serial networks, parallel net-
works, or serial-parallel networks, without deviating from
the principles described here. Hence, any reference to an
individual circuit element is meant to encompass equivalent
networks of such components.

In the illustrated example, each resistor, with certain
exceptions, is connected between the gates of two JFETs 10
that are separated in sequence by one intervening JFET 10,
with staggering by one JFET position between the two legs
22 and 24. The exceptions are:

R, is connected between the Source terminal 14 and the
J, gate terminal;
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R,./2).1 1s connected between the J,, gate terminal and the
Drain terminal 16;

R,./2)+2 18 connected between the Source terminal 14 and
the J; gate terminal; and

R,,,; is connected between the J,_, gate terminal and the
Drain terminal 16.

The gate terminals of the JFETs 10 (more specifically, the
points of connection between the respective gate terminals
and the capacitor leg 20) are labeled g,, g5, . . . , g, in FIG.
1. Various voltages and currents are also labeled in FIG. 1.
For convenient reference, they are defined in Table 1.

Accordingly, it will be seen that in the left resistor leg 22
(in the view of FIG. 1), the bottom resistor is connected
between the Source terminal 14 and the J, gate, the top
resistor is connected between the top JFET gate and the
Drain terminal 16, and all other resistors are connected
between gates of even-numbered JFETs. In the right leg 24
(in the view of FIG. 1), the bottom resistor is connected
between the Source terminal 14 and the J3 gate, the top
resistor is connected between the second-from-top JFET
gate and the Drain terminal 16, and all other resistors are
connected between gates of odd-numbered JFETs 10. This
scheme can be implemented for n=4, and it can be extended
to greater numbers of JFETs 10 and balancing resistors.

As mentioned above, alternate embodiments may include
two or more JFET legs 12. For example, the entire network
constituted by the JFET leg 12, the avalanche diode leg 18,
the capacitor leg 20, and the resistive balancing network as
represented, e.g., by resistor legs 22 and 24 of FIG. 1 can be
taken as a unit and duplicated one or more times, so that two
or more such units are connected in parallel between the
Source terminal 14 and the Drain terminal 16. Such a
parallel arrangement may be advantageous, in at least some
cases, for mitigating stresses caused by high electric current.
In other approaches, it may be possible to duplicate the JFET
leg 12 without duplicating legs 22 and 24 of the balancing
network, although such an approach would complicate the
task of voltage balancing.

TABLE 1
Voo Supply Voltage
Vi JFET Threshold Voltage
Voo JFET Turn-off Voltage
Ve, JFET Turn-on Voltage
Veslo) Gate-to-Source Voltage at Full Load Current
Vs Gate-to-Source Voltage (“Gate Voltage”)
Vesi Gate-to-Source Voltage, i’th JFET
Ve Drain-to-Source Voltage (“Drain Voltage”)
Vsi Drain-to-Source Voltage, i’th JFET
ig Gate Current
igi Gate Current, i’th JFET
try Resistor Current, i’th Resistor
ig Drain Current
I Total Load Current
ipe The Current Through the JFET Leg
R Gate Resistance, i’th JFET
Cgs Gate-to-Source Capacitance
Cgsi Gate-to-Source Capacitance, i’th JFET
Ceq Gate-to-Drain Capacitance
Coui Gate-to-Drain Capacitance, i'th JFET

We will now briefly describe the operation of the switch-
ing apparatus, which for conciseness, but not for limitation,
we refer to below as the “switch circuit”. A more detailed
discussion can be found in Luciano A. Garcia Rodriguez, et
al,, “A High-Voltage Cascaded Solid-State DC Circuit
Breaker Using Normally-ON SiC JFETs”, 2021 /EEE 12th
Energy Conversion Congress & Exposition—Asia (ECCE—
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Asia) (2021) 1554-1561, the entirety of which is hereby
incorporated herein by reference.

Turn-ON Process. We will first describe the turn-ON
process. It is noteworthy in this regard that JFETs 10 are
normally-on devices. In order to maintain the switching
apparatus in an OFF state, it is therefore necessary to use an
ancillary circuit to supply a controlling voltage suitable to
maintain the JFETs 10 in their OFF state. Such an ancillary
circuit can be powered by power sources of various kinds,
including, without limitation, batteries and taps from the
high-voltage source. One advantage of using a high-voltage
tap is that it offers assurance of continual control, even in a
short-circuit event. An example of an ancillary circuit pow-
ered from a high-voltage tap will be provided below.

For purposes of discussion, we take the steady-state OFF
condition of the switch circuit as the initial condition. In this
OFF condition, the total dc voltage V. is divided evenly
among the n JFETs 10. The gate-to-source voltages (referred
to below as “gate voltages™) of the JFETs 10 are at a level
slightly below the threshold voltage V,,, except for V_,
which is at a subthreshold voltage V_; i.e., V5_<V,,. The
voltage across each balancing capacitor is V,-/n, except
that the voltages across C, and C, are V,./n+V, and
Vpc/n=V,,, respectively. Due to their high values, the bal-
ancing resistors R, to R, | have no significant effect on the
turn-ON and turn-OFF processes. Hence, we treat them as
open circuits in the following discussion.

For simplicity of presentation, the following analysis is
directed to an illustrative embodiment in which there are
four JFETs 10, denominated I,, J,, I, and 1, respectively.
The corresponding circuit diagram is shown in FIG. 2.
Figure elements that are common to FIGS. 1 and 2 are
identified using like reference numerals.

We performed a modeling study to predict the waveforms
during the turn-ON process for the respective gate and drain
voltages, as well as for the current i, through the JFET leg
12. The model that we used assumes an inductive load, as is
common practice for modeling the behavior of power con-
verters, although in practical applications, the load can have
any combination of inductive, capacitive, and resistive com-
ponents. Our model includes a free-wheeling diode together
with the inductive load, in accordance with the well-known
double pulse test (DPT) circuit configuration. Results of our
modeling study, indicative of switching behavior, are shown
in FIG. 3, to which attention will be drawn in the following
discussion.

Interval 0, from t=0 to t=t,. The process is initiated by
raising the voltage v,,. applied to control terminal 15 (i.e.,
the terminal “Gate” connected to the J, gate terminal) to the
steady value V., which will typically be several volts, for
example 3V. This causes the voltage v, to begin rising
from its initial value V_, while v, , remains constant at
V4. The capacitances Cy,, C,,, and C_,, which are not

s d>
expressly indicated in FIGS. 1 angd 2, are igherent properties

of the JFET devices.

The J, gate current, i, conducts through C,, to the
Source terminal 14, and it also conducts through C,,.
Because C,,;, is much smaller than C,, the effect of C_,,
is neglected in this analysis. Because the drain-to-source
capacitances of the JFETs 10 are also very small, their
effects are likewise neglected in this analysis.

An analytical calculation yields the following expression
for the evolution of the J, gate voltage in this interval:

Ves1 =Vt Vo~V ) exp(=t/(Rg 1 Cei1))- 0]
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The time interval 0 ends at time t,, when v, reaches the
threshold value V. The time t, is given by:
107Re1Csy In [(Vo Ve ) ViVl (I

Turning to FIG. 3, it will be seen (curve 26) that v, has
begun to rise, starting at t=0, and that at t=t,, the curve
representing v, crosses the level marked V.

Interval 1, from t=t, to t=t,. When t>t,, all JFETs 10 have
a gate voltage greater than V,,,, so they all begin to conduct,
as indicated by the rise in curve 28, which is the curve for
ipe in FIG. 3. The reason for this is that when J, reaches
threshold, its channel begins to conduct current, causing a
small decrease in the J; drain voltage. According to the
series connection of the JFET leg 12, the J; drain terminal is
connected to the J, source terminal. Hence, the voltage drop
at the J; drain terminal raises the J, gate voltage relative to
the voltage at the J, source terminal. This change raises the
J, gate voltage above threshold and causes J, to conduct. The
same process continues to propagate very rapidly up the
JFET leg 12 in a chain reaction until all JFETs 10 are
conducting.

For all of the JFETs 10, the drain voltage v, is now
greater than v, .~V ,, which places all of the JFETs 10 in the
saturation region. Hence, the drain current i, of each JFET
10 is given by:

i778m(Vgs= Vi) (I1T)

where g, is the JFET transconductance.

Since all JFETs 10 have the same current i,~i,,, the gate
voltages v, are also equal, assuming that the JFETs 10 are
identical. Interval 1 ends at time t,, when i,=],. Analytical
calculations predict the duration of Interval 1 as:

11~10=Rgy Coy In (V= Ve (Uo/2n)+ Vi~ Var) ]

Turning to FIG. 3, it will be seen that i, rises linearly in
Interval 1. The drain voltages of all of the JFETs 10,
respectively represented in figure by curves 30, 32, 34, and
36, remain steady at V,./4.

Interval 2, from t=t, to t=t5. The switch circuit has begun
to conduct the entire load current I,, while the gate voltages
v, of all JFETs 10 remain constant at V,, (I,), as seen in FIG.
3. All JFETs are still in the saturation region. Analytical
calculations predict V, (I,) as:

VeslIo)=Io/ 8o+ Ve \%

The gate currents flow entirely through the gate-to-drain
capacitances of the JFETs 10, and there is no current through
the gate-to-source capacitances. While the JFETs 10 are
operating in saturation, the discharge of the gate-to-drain
capacitances reduces the drain voltages v, linearly, as seen
in FIG. 3 (curves 30, 32, 34, 36).

The well-known condition for JFET operation in the
triode region is that the gate voltage is greater than the sum
of the drain voltage and the threshold voltage. The time t,
occurs when J, enters the triode region, i.e., when v ;,=v, 4~
V,,. At that point, the I, gate voltage starts to rise, as shown
by curve 38 in FIG. 3. Similar behavior is seen in J; (curve
40), I, (curve 42), and I, (curve 26) as they enter the triode
region at times t,, t,, and ts, respectively.

Interval 3, t>t5. All JFETs 10 are operating in the triode
region. The gate currents decay to zero, and the gate voltages
26, 38, 40, 42 decay to V,. At that point, the JFET leg 12
is fully ON.

Turn-OFF Process. Our modeling study also predicted the
waveforms during the turn-OFF process. The results are
shown in FIG. 4, to which attention will be drawn in the
following discussion.

Interval 0, from t=0 to t=t,. As the initial state, we take a
steady state in which the JFET leg 12 is fully ON and is
conducting the load current I,, and in which v, =0, and

av)
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V&=V, for all JFETs 10. The turn-OFF transition starts
when a negative voltage V_ lower than the threshold
voltage V,, is applied between the Gate and Source 14
terminals of the switch circuit.

The response of the J, gate voltage, as predicted by
analytical calculations, is:

V1=V HVe, =V )exp(—t/R (€ o +Coa)). (VD

As shown in FIG. 4, v, (curve 44) decays exponentially
until, at time t,, a constant voltage level equal to V,(Iy) is
reached and J, enters the saturation region. Analytical cal-
culations predict a value for t, given by:

10=Ry ({Cos1 +Cou)In [(Vou, =V (/8 +Ver— Vel

Interval 1, from t=t, to t=t,. J, begins to operate in the
saturation region while the other JFETSs 10 are still operating
in the triode region. As the J, drain voltage v, (curve 46)
starts to rise at t,, the gate voltages of J,, J; and J,, (curves
48, 50, and 52, respectively) start to decrease, as shown in
FIG. 4. By analytical calculation, we predict a linear rise in
the J, drain voltage, according to:

Vus1=o/8 it Ve Vo Ry 1 C g1 1(—t0).

Interval 1 ends at time t,, where v,, has decayed to the
value V,(Iy), and v,,, (curve 54) starts to rise.

Interval 2, from t=t, to t=t;. The operation during the time
intervals [t,—t,] and [t,—t;] is analogous to the operation
during the interval [t;—t,]. As shown in FIG. 4, t, and t; are
the time instants when the gate voltage of J; (curve 50) and
the gate voltage of J, (curve 52) respectively decay to
Vgs(IO)'

The J; drain voltage (curve 56) rises to V,/4 at time t,,
and the J,, drain voltage (curve 58) rises to V /4 at time t;.

Interval 3, from t=t; to t=t,. In this interval, all JFETs 10
are operating in saturation with their gate voltages clamped
to V_(Io). This interval ends when the voltage across Drain
16 and Source 14 terminals equals V.. Analytical calcu-
lation yields the following expression for t,:

1,=[(Rg1Coat Vo o/ (/) V=V o) o

Interval 4, for t>t,. As noted above, our model assumes
there is a free-wheeling diode connected across the switch
circuit. In Interval 4, the free-wheeling diode conducts,
clamping the voltage across the switch circuit at V. When
the gate voltages 44, 48, 50, 52 of the JFETs 10 reach the
threshold voltage V,,, the current i, (curve 60) in the
switch circuit falls to zero. The gate voltages 48, 50, 52 of
all JFETSs 10 remain close to V,,, except for v, (curve 44),
which continues to decay to V_.

Steady-State Operation. Resistors R, to R,,; form the
resistive balancing network of the switch circuit of FIG. 1.
The main objective for this network is to maintain a stable
and evenly distributed voltage across each JFET 10, par-
ticularly during the OFF state. Voltage mismatches can
occur in serial connections of devices, due to parasitic
resistances and parasitic capacitances that cannot be com-
pletely controlled for during device manufacture. Addition-
ally, the resistive balancing between gate terminals of the
cascaded JFETs 10 is subject to further voltage imbalance
due to gate leakage currents.

For example, the leakage currents in the resistors of FIG.
1 contribute to a total current in resistor R, given by:

(VID

(VIID

IX)

u X

with the summation taken only over even values of k'.

10

The sensitivity Sigki’“ of i, with respect to the J, gate
leakage current can be calculated according to the following
formula:

5
S:g,: =- fgk " if k even, XD
IR(%—I) - Zigk/
=2
10 S;gkl =0 if k odd,

with the summation taken only over even values of k'.

It will be understood from the above formula that the

5 sensitivity of the bottom resistor is affected by the gate
currents from the upper JFETs 10, and that increasing the
total number of JFETs 10 tends to increase the sensitivity.

However, the above formula also suggests that the sensitiv-

ity tends to be low when the leakage currents are low and
20 when the currents through the balancing resistors are high.

It should also be noted that here, the summation is taken
only over the gate currents of the even-numbered JFETs 10.
This leads to a relatively low value for the sensitivity. This
limited summation is a consequence of the, e.g., dual-leg
topology, in which the odd-numbered JFETs 10 do not
contribute to the sensitivity. This is in contrast to conven-
tional resistive balancing networks that use only a single
resistor leg.

Circuit Breaker Architecture

For purposes of illustration, FIG. 5 provides a functional
block diagram of an example architecture for a high-voltage
breaker circuit that incorporates the switch circuit of the
present disclosure. As shown in FIG. 5, switch circuit 100 is
connected in series on high-voltage bus 105. Fast switch 110
and energy-absorbing capacitor 115 are connected in parallel
with the switch circuit 100 to absorb and dissipate power
spikes when the switch circuit 100 changes state. A snubber
circuit 120 is connected in parallel with the switch circuit
40 100 for protection against overvoltages. The energy-dissi-
pating element in the snubber circuit 120 is shown here as
a varistor, but alternative components could be used instead,
such as a free-wheeling diode as discussed above. The load,
which is not shown in FIG. 5, would be connected between
the high-voltage bus 105 and the ground bus 125.

Control for the breaker circuit is provided by low-voltage
subsystem 130. As shown, an isolated step-down converter
135 and a power-distribution circuit 140 tap power from the
high-voltage bus 105, step it down to a low voltage, and
distribute it within the low-voltage subsystem 130 to com-
ponents including digital signal processor (DSP) 145. The
inputs to the DSP 145 include signals from current monitor
150 and voltage monitor 155, and the outputs include digital
control signals for the switch circuit 100 and for fast switch
110. As shown in FIG. 5, the input to the DSP 145 is
conditioned by module 160, which performs analog-to-
digital conversion and filtering. The output is conditioned by
digital output module 165, which generates the signals that
60 trigger driver circuit 170 for the fast switch 110 and forward

leg gate-driver circuit 175 for the switch circuit 100. The

forward leg gate-driver circuit 175, with its controls and
power supply, is an example of the ancillary circuit men-
tioned above for maintaining the JFETs 10 of the switch

5 circuit 100 in their OFF state when desired.
The DSP 145 implements fault-detection algorithm 180 to
determine, in response to the current and voltage signals,

45
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whether a fault has occurred. Adaptive triggering module
185 within the DSP 145 responds to a fault detection by
activating the trigger signals.

In an example scenario, detection of a fault condition is
followed by generation of a trigger signal that turns the
JFETs 10 of the switch circuit 100 off. This is followed by
a trigger signal that closes the fast switch 110 so that excess
power is diverted into the snubber circuit 120 and dissipated
there.

Example

We constructed a 1.2 kV/10 A prototype switch circuit
with the topology of FIG. 2. The design parameters are listed
in Table 2.

The SiC JFETs 10 selected for our prototype are
UJ3N120035K3S JFETs from United SiC. These devices
can be driven with voltages within the range -20V<v,_ <3V.
We selected driving voltages of V5, =1V for turning ON,
and V_=-18V for turning OFF. For a gate driver, IC, we
selected the UCCS5390ECQDWVRQI1 integrated circuit
from Texas Instruments. This device provided 10 A of source
and sink driving current capability.

For testing, we used a Magnapower TSD2000-15 dc
voltage source, which is rated at 2 kV, 15 A and 30 kW, and
a Chroma 63224A-1200-960 high-power dc electronic load,
which is rated at 1.2 kV, 960 A and 24 kW. An auxiliary
Keithley 2280S-32-6 power supply provided power to the
gate-driver circuit. A BK Precision 4080B function genera-
tor was used to provide a trigger gating signal. A Tektronix
5-Series 8-Channels, 350 MHz oscilloscope was used for
experimental readout.

The values of the balancing resistors R, to Rs were
selected to maintain a stable dc voltage across the resistor
left and right legs 22, 24. The steady-state voltages across
the resistors, as can be inferred from FIG. 2, are:

VRr1=Ve2, (XID)
VRro=Vga—Vg2, (XIID)
VR3=VDrain—Vga> (XIV)
VR4 Vg3 XV)
V5= VDrainVgs- (XVI)

The gate voltages are calculated, assuming that the resis-
tor left and right legs 22, 24 is perfectly balanced, as:

Vo =[(i=1)n]+V,, <isn.

The JFET threshold voltage V,;, in this example is =11.5V.

Based on the desired maximum power dissipation P, .
of the passive network, the currents through the bottom
resistors R, and R, were arbitrarily selected as:

(XVII)

(XVIII)

Then, by considering the gate leakage currents ig,—i,_,, the
currents though resistors R,, R, and R, are obtained as:

Coe 7. n
iR1iRa=IR=L dme Zi=1 VR

iro :IR_ig25 (XIX)
iRSZIR_ig2_ig45 and XX)
ins=Ix—igs- (XXD)
Then, the balancing resistors can be calculated as:
R=Vpi/ip; 1si=n. (XXID)

The capacitors C, to C, improve the dynamic perfor-
mance and prevent voltage spikes across the drain-to-source
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terminals of the JFETs 10. Published formulas can be used
to estimate the capacitor values; the estimated values can
then be adjusted using simulation tools.

FIG. 6 is a graph of the voltage 200 across the switch
circuit (“V, i) and the current 205 through the switch
circuit (“I,,, .z, ) Versus time during a turn-OFF transition
of our prototype when under test. It can be seen that the
turn-OFF transition takes about 2 ps.

FIG. 7 is a composite graph of the drain-to-source volt-
ages of the respective JFETs J; (curve 210), J, (curve 215),
J5 (curve 220), and J, (curve 225) as functions of time over
an 80-ms timescale. The graph indicates that the balancing
network operated successtully. FIG. 8 is a portion of FIG. 7,
showing the drain-to-source voltages over an expanded
timescale spanning 20 us. No transient voltage spikes are
seen in FIG. 8. This indicates that the capacitance network
was well balanced.

FIG. 9 illustrates the distribution of steady-state drain-to-
source voltages over the JFET leg 12 when the prototype
was subjected to different applied voltages. At each of ten
applied voltages ranging from 100V to 1000V, the respective
steady-state drain-to-source voltage is plotted for each of the
four JFETs 10 as a cluster of data points. Because the data
points are difficult to distinguish on the scale of the plot, a
magnified view of each cluster is also provided. It will be
evident from FIG. 9 that there is only a small divergence in
voltage among the four JFETs 10. This indicates that the dc
bus voltage is divided evenly in all devices, even at rela-
tively low voltages.

TABLE 2

1.2 kV/10 kV SiC JFET Super Cascode Parameters

Balancing Resistors

R, 288.5 kQ
R, 628.81 kQ
R; 341 kQ
R, 288.5 kQ
Rs 638.7 kQ
Balancing Capacitors
C, 2.9 nF
C, 2.35 nF
Cs 1.8 nF
C, 1.25 nF
Gate Resistors
Reis Rgo, Rz, Ry 15 Q
SiC JFETs
T, 35,73, Ts United SiC-UJ3N120035K3S
1200V/46A @ 100° C.
Avalanche Diodes
D,, Dy, D; Vishay-BYG20J-E3/TR

600V/1.5A

The invention may be embodied in other specific forms
without departing from its spirit or essential characteristics.
The described embodiments are to be considered in all
respects only as illustrative and not restrictive. The scope of
the invention is, therefore, indicated by the appended claims
rather than by the foregoing description. All changes which
come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the
claims are to be embraced within their scope.

We claim:

1. A switching apparatus, comprising:

at least a first plurality of n series-connected transistors,

each of said transistors having a respective source
terminal, a respective drain terminal, and a respective
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gate terminal, wherein for n a positive integer at least
3, the first plurality of n series-connected transistors
includes a first transistor herein denominated J,, a last
transistor herein denominated J,, and at least one
transistor herein denominated J,, i having respective
positive integer values between 1 and n;

a terminal S connected to the J, source terminal;

a terminal D connected to the J, drain terminal;

a control terminal G connected to the J; gate terminal; and

a voltage-balancing network connected between terminal

S and terminal D;
wherein the voltage-balancing network includes a num-
ber, at least two, of parallel-connected resistive legs;
wherein each parallel-connected resistive leg includes
two or more series-connected resistors; and

wherein for each transistor after J,, the pertinent gate

terminal connects to one of the parallel-connected
resistive legs such that the parallel-connected resistive
legs collectively constitute a voltage divider for divid-
ing voltage across the series-connected transistors.

2. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
transistors J,, . . ., J, are JFETs.

3. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
transistors J;, . . ., J, are silicon carbide or other wide-
bandgap material JFETs.

4. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
transistors J,, . . ., J,, are normally-on transistors.

5. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
transistors J,, . . ., J,, are normally-off transistors.

6. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
transistors J,, . . ., J,, are GaN transistors.

7. The switching apparatus of claim 1, comprising at least
one further plurality of n series-connected transistors con-
nected between the terminal S and the terminal D.

8. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein:

the balancing network further comprises at least one

capacitive leg connected between the terminal S and
the terminal D; and

the at least one capacitive leg comprises n series-con-

nected capacitors C,, . . ., C,.

9. The switching apparatus of claim 8, wherein each of the
n series-connected capacitors C,, . . ., C, is connected
between the gates of two sequential transistors J,, J,,,
except that one of the capacitors is instead connected
between the terminal S and the gate terminal of J,, and one
other of the capacitors is instead connected between the gate
terminal of J, and the terminal D.

10. The switching apparatus of claim 8, wherein:

the balancing network further comprises at least one

avalanche-diode leg;

the at least one avalanche diode leg comprises n-1

series-connected avalanche diodes; and
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each of the n-1 series-connected avalanche diodes is
connected between the respective gate terminals of two
sequential transistors J;, J,,;, =1, 2, . . ., n-1.

11. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein the
number of parallel-connected resistive legs in the voltage-
balancing network is two.

12. The switching apparatus of claim 11, wherein n is at
least 4, and wherein, for at least one positive integer i at least
1 and not more than n-3:

a resistor of one of the two parallel-connected resistive
legs is connected between the respective gate terminal
of J, and the respective gate terminal of J,,,; and

a resistor of the other of the two parallel-connected
resistive legs is connected between the respective gate
terminal of J,, | and the respective gate terminal of J, 5.

13. The switching apparatus of claim 11, wherein the
respective gate terminals of transistors J, up to and including
J,, are alternatingly connected to a respective one or the other
of the two parallel-connected resistive legs.

14. The switching apparatus of claim 11, wherein n is at
least 4, and wherein:

in one of the two parallel-connected resistive legs, a
bottom resistor is connected between the terminal S and
the respective gate terminal of J,, a top resistor is
connected between the respective gate terminal of J,
and the terminal D, and all resistors between the top
and bottom resistors are connected between respective
gate terminals of transistors J, wherein i is an even
integer; and

in the other of the two parallel-connected resistive legs, a
bottom resistor is connected between the terminal S and
the respective gate terminal of J;, a top resistor is
connected between the respective gate terminal of J,,_;
and the terminal D, and all resistors between the top
and bottom resistors are connected between respective
gate terminals of transistors J, wherein 1 is an odd
integer.

15. The switching apparatus of claim 1, wherein:

the number n of series-connected transistors equals four;

the number of parallel-connected resistive legs in the
voltage-balancing network is two;

one of the two parallel-connected resistive legs comprises
three resistors; and

the other of the two parallel-connected resistive legs
comprises two resistors.

16. The switching apparatus of claim 1, further compris-
ing an auxiliary circuit adapted to apply a controlling
voltage to the control terminal G for controlling a conduc-
tive state of the series-connected transistors.

#* #* #* #* #*



